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CHAPTER I 
This paper reviews the historical development of concepts 
regarding students' perceptions of achievement and self-efficacy, 
examines the literature on teachers' perspectives on ability and effort and 
the various teaching methods used to increase student achievement in 
the classroom, and evaluates the effects these methods actually have on 
student effort. The definition of student effort used in this paper is similar 
to Schlecty's (1994) definition of student "engagement," which is: a 
student's persistence in completing a task despite challenges and/or 
obstacles. This paper, however, will not focus on the related areas of 
gender bias, socioeconomic variances, and ethnic differences that exist 
in classrooms in the United States and confound student effort. 
Statement of the Problem 
All teachers want their students to put forth the optimal amount of 
effort in the classroom even though teaching styles and methods vary 
greatly. Because of this desire for the optimal student effort, teachers 
have searched for ways to favorably influence their students to make 
strong efforts to learn. Scholars have also applied principles of 
psychology, such as reinforcement and punishment, to the academic 
setting. It has been reported in the popular media that many educators 
and educational reformers assumed that if students felt good about 
themselves, they would perform better. This effort to make students feel 
better about themselves led to increased teacher behaviors of praise and 
help, but additional praise and help did not seem to affect the output of 
the majority of students. 
Teachers' Positive and Negative Effects 
5 
Tomlinson and Cross (1991) critiqued the assumptions of the 
educational reform movements from the past thirty to forty years in the 
United States. The first of these assumptions was that by improving the 
instructional input of teachers, students' achievement would be elevated. 
This assumption has led many teachers to adopt innovative teaching 
methods that frequently cycled through popularity and then disappeared 
over time. A second assumption was that student achievement could be 
boosted by placing more responsibility on the students and by 
encouraging teachers and school systems to have higher standards and 
expectations. Some school systems feared that higher expectations 
would cause more students to drop out and thus were reluctant to raise 
standards and expectations. Also, schools were concerned about the 
negative publicity that could arise by the media's focus on and 
comparison of graduation success ratios among schools. Tomlinson and 
Cross maintained that educational reform efforts were focusing on 
increasing student achievement without actually requiring students to 
work harder. 
Despite this awareness of inadequate work requirements, the 
Office of Educational Research produced some interesting findings in 
1990. It was found that the educational system was maintaining the 
traditional practice of rewarding achievement based on ability rather than 
effort. Some public school practices were even undermining the desire 
for increasing student effort by having teachers "teach to the test" or 
spoon-feed the appropriate information to students. This practice does 
not allow students to develop initiative or strong work ethics which are 
required for success in the work force. In addition, the Office found that 
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there was considerable confusion about how to enforce high 
expectations without negatively affecting students' self-esteem 
(Tomlinson & Cross, 1991 ). 
The American educational system is also under pressure as it is 
being compared unfavorably with the Japanese system. It has been 
reported that Japan places much greater emphasis on student effort than 
ability. Blinco (1992) interviewed American and Japanese students and 
parents regarding education. She found that by the time Japanese 
students are in the first grade, they persist longer at a task than do 
American students. When asked about their child's poor achievement in 
a particular area, the Japanese parents' response was consistently 
different from the American parents' response. Japanese mothers 
tended to attribute their child's poor academic performance to his or her 
not trying hard enough. In contrast, American mothers explained their 
child's poor academic performance by claiming that the child was not 
especially bright in that subject. By emphasizing effort instead of ability, 
the Japanese educational system instills the belief in the majority of 
students that they can succeed with sufficient effort throughout their lives. 
Thus, students from Japanese schools will persist longer at a task and 
demonstrate higher academic achievements than students in American 
schools who believe that success is attributed to ability alone. Blinco 
therefore concluded that in Japan the "educational standards are 
uniformly higher throughout the country" (p.407) because all students are 
expected to put forth consistent effort. 
Blinco's findings raise the following questions which will be 
examined in this research paper: (1) Might teachers be inadvertently 
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hurting the very students they are trying to help? (2) What might teachers 
be doing in the classroom that discourages students from putting forth 
effort? (3) How can teachers alter their teaching assumptions and 
methods in ways which will increase, rather than reduce student effort? 
Significance of the Problem 
Students in today's classrooms are not working hard enough to 
achieve the levels of success of which they are capable. Some students 
and teachers attribute this lack of academic success to low ability rather 
than lack of effort. When failure is attributed to a lack of ability, students 
may feel powerless and may develop a low sense of self-efficacy 
(Schunk, 1983). However, when students attribute failure to lack of effort, 
efficacy becomes very important, and the key to their academic success 
becomes within their control. Students of different abilities are more 
likely to put forth increased effort when they believe that it is effort, not just 
ability, that leads to success. Not only are the beliefs of students 
important, but teachers, parents, and society as a whole may also 
unknowingly or mistakenly be sending reinforcing messages to students 
that ability is more important than effort. Not only do these messages 
reduce student effort and performance in the classroom, but they may 
also lead to lowering of educational standards and expectations. 
Teachers exert a certain degree of control over some of the factors 
that heavily influence student effort. Maintaining high expectations for 
students seems to some professional educators to compromise students' 
self-esteem. Many educators (e.g., Kohn, 1994) believe that high self-
esteem, rather than good behavior and earnest effort, cause high 
achievement. Students are also keenly aware of the type of feedback 
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they receive from teachers. Even if this feedback is meant to be positive, 
students may interpret teachers' responses to their efforts to mean that 
they lack ability (Mac Iver, Stipek & Daniels, 1991 ). 
By examining what is known about student attributions of success 
and failure in relation to ability and effort, and understanding how 
teachers' behaviors can affect students' attributions, this paper hopes to 
help educators develop insights and understandings that can be used to 
increase student effort and learning in the classroom. 
Definition of Terms 
The following terms will be used throughout this paper. Attribution 
is the reason one gives for the success or failure of one's behaviors 
(Weiner, 1994). Motivation is the reason that causes a person to engage 
in a particular behavior. Adaptive motivational patterns means seeking 
challenge, being persistent, and valuing achievement. Maladaptive 
motivational patterns means failing to reach one's potential by avoiding 
challenges and having low persistence (Dweck, 1986). Self-efficacy is 
one's belief that he or she can preform a particular behavior (Bandura, 
1977). Self-worth is the emotional feeling, such as pride or shame, that 
someone experiences when completing a behavior (Covington & 
Omelich, 1979). Learned helplessness occurs when someone feels that 
no matter what one does, he or she will not be successful (Seligman, et 
al., 1968). 
Organization of the Paper 
This paper is organized in four chapters. The first chapter 
introduces the topic, presents the statement of the problem and its 
significance, and defines terms. In the second chapter, historical 
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development of self-efficacy and achievement theories will be presented, 
with more specific focus on self-efficacy, self-worth, and motivational 
theories. Four general theories will be discussed: (1) Bandura's self-
efficacy theory; (2) self-worth theory; (3) motivation and academic 
achievement theory; and (4) students' reactions to failure. Chapter three 
analyzes specific teacher behaviors that negatively affect student 
perceptions of their ability. Additional studies that describe teacher 
behaviors that can have positive effects on student effort will be 
examined. Chapter four discusses attributional retraining and examines 
the implications of understanding the relationship between teacher 
behavior and student effort for teachers, administrators, counselors, and 
parents. 
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CHAPTER II: 
Review Of Literature 
This chapter focuses on five aspects related to attribution theory. 
The first part offers a historical background to attribution theory. The 
second presents related literature on self-efficacy theory. The third 
explores self-worth theory. The fourth delineates motivational factors 
involved in success and/or failure. The fifth part of this chapter 
investigates teachers' reactions to student failure and how these 
reactions affect student effort. 
Historical Background 
Attribution theory "is a branch of social psychology that is 
concerned with how people account for the events they experience and 
the actions they observe" (Brewin, 1996, p. 20). This theory states that 
individuals want to have control over situations, and these situations are 
easier to control when they can be explained. The explanations given to 
situations "can have a variety of emotional and behavioral 
consequences" (Brewin, 1996 p. 20). When looking at student behavior, 
teachers may want to know how students explain their own successes or 
failures in the classroom. Based on these explanations of ability or effort, 
how will the students behave next? Students may attribute success to 
expended effort or failure to lack of effort. The consequence of this 
attribution may be to expend the same or an additional amount of effort in 
the future. On the other hand, students may attribute success or failure to 
ability or lack thereof, which may result in persistence when met with 
success and learned helplessness when met with failure. 
Seligman has developed a theory of learned helplessness which 
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simply states that when an individual feels that he or she has no control 
over a situation, that person will no longer try to influence that situation. 
This can be seen in a classroom when a student attributes failure to low 
ability. Since the student cannot control his or her ability, he or she will 
not believe that increased effort is the key to achieving success in the 
classroom. The remaining sections of this chapter will address four 
theories related to attributional theory, beginning with Bandura's self-
efficacy theory. 
Bandura's Self-Efficacy Theory 
Well-known American psychologist, Albert Bandura, proposed a 
theory which explains the relationship between self-efficacy and 
behavioral change (1977). Although Bandura's theory was geared 
toward client therapy, it applies to the educational setting as well since 
both are concerned with achieving behaviors that are productive. 
Bandura differentiates between two types of expectancies; outcome and 
efficacy expectancies. He defined an outcome expectancy as one's 
belief that a particular behavior will lead to a certain outcome. For 
instance, flipping a switch will turn on a light in a dark room. In education, 
an outcome expectancy may be that giving a correct answer will earn 
praise from the teacher. Outcome expectancies can be learned quite 
easily by simple observations. The efficacy expectancy, on the other 
hand, is one's belief that he/she can adequately perform that behavior 
which is required for a particular outcome. Can one reach the switch? 
Can one figure out how the switch works? Or in the second example, 
does one actually know the correct answer? Can one find or learn the 
correct answer? Although the examples are simple ones, it is easy to see 
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that efficacy expectancy may vary greatly among and within individuals. 
Bandura stated that efficacy expectancies vary in magnitude, 
generality, and strength among individuals. When the tasks students are 
asked to do vary according to magnitude or levels of difficulty, "the 
efficacy expectations of different individuals may be limited to simpler 
tasks, extend to moderately difficult ones, or include even the most taxing 
performances" (p.194). Generality of efficacy expectations occurs when 
some individuals believe their performances can apply to areas which 
are broader than just the single, specific task at hand. Finally, efficacy 
expectancies will vary greatly among individuals according to the 
strength of those expectancies. Individuals who have strong efficacy 
expectancies will continue to believe they can accomplish tasks even 
when initially unsuccessful. Individuals with weak expectancies will not 
persevere in the face of obstacles. 
Even when the outcome expectancy is known to an individual, if 
there is a weak efficacy expectancy, the individual is less likely to even 
attempt the desired behavior. If Student A believes that being smart 
(ability) causes academic success, and if Student B believes that working 
hard (effort) causes academic success, then the efficacy expectancy is 
very different for these two students. Student A may believe that she 
cannot perform the behavior required for the outcome no matter how hard 
she tries because she does not possess the ability. Student A does not 
know the answer to the teacher's question because she is not smart 
enough, so she should give up on earning teacher praise. Student B, on 
the other hand, may not know the answer to a question from the teacher, 
but believes that she could find it if she tries and that by paying attention, 
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she may be able to answer a question in the future. Whether students 
perceive the efficacy expectancy as being determined by ability or effort 
affects the actions they are willing to take. 
Further, Bandura addressed the ways in which individuals develop 
their sense of efficacy. From the strongest method to the weakest, they 
include performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal 
persuasions, and physiological states. These methods can be applied 
well in the classroom but can be counterproductive if taken to extremes. 
Undoubtedly, having achieved academic success through previous 
performance will help a student to have improved efficacy expectations 
and thus put forth more effort because he or she believes, on the basis of 
prior experience, that he or she can perform the correct behavior for the 
desired outcome. However, if teachers assign tasks that are too simple 
just so students can experience some success, then students may come 
to believe that they lack ability. This overcompensation on the part of the 
teachers will be addressed later in the paper. Reducing expectations to 
insure student success may weaken or reduce efficacy expectancy and 
reduce the amount of effort put forth by students. 
According to Bandura, occasional failures that are subsequently 
overcome by effort also strengthen the efficacy expectancy. Overall, it is 
efficacy expectations that "determine how much effort people will expend 
and how long they will persist in the face of obstacles and aversive 
experiences." (pg. 194) Bandura believes that if one does fail to put forth 
effort due to questioned efficacy that individual will always have self-
doubt, which, in turn, will affect his or her sense of worth. The self-worth 
dimension and how it relates to attribution are discussed next. 
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Self-Worth Theory 
The relationship between failure or success and self-worth has 
been documented by many educators, most notably Covington and 
Omelich (1979). Noting that "failure in achievement settings leads to 
shame and distress" (p. 688), Covington and Omelich (1979) studied how 
the self-worth theory connects failure with low ability. Shame is felt 
because students believe that failing a task, despite putting forth great 
effort, is a clear indication of low ability. In a situation such as this, 
Covington and Omelich reported that teachers are the least likely to 
punish for failure, reinforcing the message of low ability and thus shame 
for the student. A conflict arises between the teacher's valuing of effort 
and the student's valuing of effort. "Teachers encourage achievement 
through effort, yet many students attempt to avoid the implication that they 
lack ability by not trying" (p. 169). Covington and Omelich asked, "Does 
effort detract from or enhance the reward value of success and pride in 
accomplishment?" 
To answer this question, Covington and Omelich asked students to 
judge their reactions to effort expenditure for a difficult task according to 
ability and affect (satisfaction and pride). Covington and Omelich 
hypothesized that when meeting with success, increased effort would 
lead to lower estimates of ability but higher estimates of affect, while 
teacher rewards would also increase. For example, when Student A 
receives ten points out of a possible ten points on a quiz that she studied 
hard for, she may feel pride in receiving that outcome and an 
acknowledgement from the teacher. However, she may also feel that if 
her ability wasn't so low, she could have studied less and received the 
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same outcome. This is what Covington and Omelich meant when they 
referred to effort as being a "double-edged sword." The increase of both 
student effort and teacher rewards would reduce the teacher-student 
value conflict over effort. Covington and Omelich found that incidence of 
high effort and success led to lower self-attributions of ability but higher 
ratings of affect as predicted. When effort was expended and met with 
success, there was no threat o_f decreased self-worth (shame) even 
though effort expenditure can be equated with lower ability. 
When posing a task of sufficient difficulty, Covington and Omelich 
stated that even though "ability estimates are diminished somewhat by 
increased effort, the very fact of success guarantees that absolute 
estimates remain high" (p. 697). When students have to put forth effort to 
have success, they may not see themselves as being naturally "gifted", 
but the pride that comes from that success overcomes this lower 
estimation of ability. In addition, achievement allows teachers and 
students to share the value of hard work (effort). When teachers expect 
their students to succeed at challenging tasks and evaluate students 
accordingly, teachers promote the importance of increased effort instead 
of individual ability. The relationship between achievement and 
attribution theory had been documented in Dweck's work, which we will 
turn to next. 
Achievement Motivation Theory 
Carol Dweck has been researching motivational factors for many 
years. In a 1986 article, she discussed motivational processes and how 
they affect learning and summarized some of her previous findings. 
According to Dweck, motivational patterns are either adaptive, which 
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includes seeking challenge, being persistent, and valuing achievement; 
or maladaptive, which means failing to reach one's potential by avoiding 
challenges and having low persistence. These patterns can be further 
understood in terms of Dweck's theory of intelligence. Some students 
may believe that intelligence is a fixed ability, what Dweck terms the 
entity theory. Others believe that intelligence is malleable, the 
incremental theory. Dweck has found that those who believe in the entity 
theory are performance-goal oriented, which is usually maladaptive and 
leads to low persistence and achievement. Performance goals are 
adopted by students who put forth the effort to either receive favorable 
judgment from others or to avoid negative judgment. If they do receive 
favorable judgment, their confidence remains high and they will master 
the necessary skills. However, if the feedback they receive is negative, 
students with performance goal orientations will have much lower 
confidence in their ability and become helpless. Either way, these 
students will put forth the least amount of effort possible because they 
assume success or failure is dependent upon ability, and thus fixed and 
uncontrollable. 
On the other hand, proponents of the incremental theory of 
intelligence view students as having learning-goal orientations. 
According to this view, students put forth the effort to increase their own 
competence in a particular area. If students master the assigned tasks, 
their confidence level will increase because they attribute their success to 
their effort. Even if they are not successful, they attribute their failure to a 
lack of effort, not low ability, and will put forth more effort in the future. 
Also, students with learning-goal orientation tend to be much more 
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satisfied with the outcomes they have produced and feel in control of the 
learning situation. 
The way students view the importance of their effort is central in 
Dweck's theory. According to her theory, even students of equal ability 
will perform at different levels based on their particular goal orientation. 
Dweck has found that the types of lessons provided in most lower 
elementary schools do not require students to select an orientation as the 
lessons emphasize rote and drill practices. Dweck maintained that it may 
not be until late elementary school years and beyond that students are 
really challenged to adopt performance or learning goal orientations. 
The popular media has reported that employers are looking for job 
candidates who are not only willing to take risks but also to learn from 
mistakes rather than giving up. Dweck emphasizes that these two 
characteristics of risk-taking and perseverance are fostered by the 
learning-goal orientation because with this orientation success is 
attributed to effort rather than ability. In fact, those who have the 
performance-goal orientation view increased effort as a sign of even 
lower ability and fail to persist when met with obstacles. This is because 
those students who have to try harder to overcome an obstacle may be 
viewed by themselves or others as being inferior to those who do not 
have to put forth as much effort to reach the same end. This idea that 
increased effort means lower ability was also supported by the previously 
discussed study of Covington and Omelich. 
Why would a classroom environment foster a performance-goal 
orientation? According to Dweck, the answer is related to teachers' 
beliefs about student confidence. Some teachers may design lessons 
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that encourage students to receive judgment from others in order to 
evaluate the outcome of the lesson. Students must see the teacher's 
response to their efforts in order to know if if they are correct or not. 
Although the teacher may give praise for a correct answer, the positive 
reinforcement is completely external. Dweck reported that "although 
within a performance goal children's confidence in their ability needs to 
remain high to sustain involvement, that confidence is difficult to 
maintain." (p. 1042) Thus, a classroom designed for a teacher to give 
praise to boost confidence can, in fact, actually diminish confidence. 
Dweck suggested incorporating into the classroom more 
challenges where effort is the key as well as retraining attributions for 
failure, as will be discussed by Weiner. She stated that "with learning 
goals the choice and pursuit processes involve a focus on progress and 
mastery through effort." (p. 1041) When students with learning-goal 
orientation put forth effort and achieve an assigned task they experience 
pride and satisfaction. The dynamics of motivation and failure are 
discussed next. 
Motivation and Failure 
Weiner took a different perspective on achievement and studied 
it's opposite, failure (1994). He found that failure which goes without a 
consequence contains a definite implication of low ability. When 
students fail in an assigned task, teachers may respond by verbally 
reprimanding and/or giving lower grades to students. In other cases of 
student failure, teachers may feel sympathetic toward students and 
excuse the failure. When teachers reprimand students, they 
communicate to students that they are expected to do better in the future. 
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When teachers do not reprimand students who fail, they may 
unknowingly be sending the message that students are not expected to 
do any better in the future. In both cases, teachers' beliefs about their 
students' abilities and students' beliefs about their own abilities are 
affected by the consequences for failure. 
Outcomes vary depending on whether failure is attributed to lack of 
effort or to lack of ability. Weiner labels both ability and effort as internal 
causalities because both are contained within the individual. Although 
both are internal, the difference lies in the individual's ability, or lack 
thereof, to control each aspect. While ability is internal, it is deemed as 
uncontrollable since it is an inborn trait. When failure is attributed to lack 
of ability, which is uncontrollable, then the individual is not responsible 
and thus does not expend any effort. According to Weiner, when the 
student feels that lack of ability caused her failure, she may feel shame 
and embarrassment because there is no way she can control or change 
this lack of ability. If the teacher views the failure as lack of ability, he or 
she may be sympathetic toward the student and not "punish" him or her. 
As stated previously, this further feeds the cycle of reduced effort because 
the student will once again view achievement as being based on ability 
rather than effort, and therefore feel unable to change the situation. 
On the other hand, Weiner offers a much better prognosis when 
failure is attributed to lack of effort. Effort is internal yet controllable by the 
individual, so when failure occurs and the student attributes it to a lack of 
effort, the student assumes responsibility and feels that she can do 
something about the academic outcome. If effort is not increased in this 
situation, the individual is likely to feel guilty on the personal level and be 
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punished on the social level. Similarly, when the teacher attributes a 
student's failure to a lack of effort on the part of the student, that teacher 
will reprimand the student, confirming that the student must work harder 
in order to succeed. This teacher will not excuse a poor performance 
because of a student's belief that low ability is the cause. In his article, 
Weiner stresses the importance of attributing failure to lack of effort rather 
than lack of ability on both the personal (student's) and social (teacher's) 
levels. 
Hence, the way teachers and students attribute classroom success 
affects overall student achievement. When emphasis is placed on 
student effort as a requirement for success, students will have a greater 
sense of self-efficacy and self-worth, an adaptive motivational pattern that 
will allow them to have a learning-goal orientation, and the ability to 
persist beyond initial failures. The next chapter addresses specific 
behaviors of teachers that may lead to either self-defeating or self-
enhancing attributions in their students. 




This chapter discusses factors of self-defeating and self-enhancing 
attributions. Many studies have examined whether specific teacher 
behaviors, such as praising students, positively or negatively affect 
students' effort. Some of the findings are very surprising but most can be 
related to the fact that Americans intentionally or unintentionally 
emphasize ability over effort. For instance, teachers and students may 
view praise differently. Teachers may value work that was done (or effort 
put forth) by the students and give praise accordingly. Students, on the 
other hand, may value their ability to do the work, and receiving teacher 
praise confirms their ability instead of their effort. Meyer, Bachmann, 
Biermann, Hempelmann, Ploger, & Spiller (1979) concluded that 
Praise after success and neutral reactions after failure at very easy 
tasks lead to the conclusion that the acting person's ability was 
perceived as low. On the other hand, neutral reactions after 
success and criticism after failure at very difficult tasks result in 
perceptions that the acting person's ability was estimated as high. 
(p. 268) 
While teachers may believe they are sending a positive message related 
to student effort, students may perceive this message as a reflection of 
their ability. In this section, a number of studies that investigated factors 
that lead to self-defeating attributions will be presented. These will 
include teachers' praise, teachers' perceptions, and ways of helping 
students. 
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Teachers' Praise 
Early work by Martin (1977) sought to determine how the positive 
reinforcer of praise affects learning by reviewing previous findings of 
Rowe (1974). His shocking findings indicated that praise produced all of 
the following negative results: decrease in student response, decrease in 
persistence, decrease in students' confidence in their answers, and 
decreased number of alternatives offered by other students. Why would 
something that was meant to be so positive have such detrimental 
results? According to Martin, praise is often non-specific and 
noninformative. It is an extrinsic reward given by the teacher so often that 
it "'teaches' a child that reward will come from one external source (the 
teacher)" (pg. 44). Even more surprising is that this type of non-pertinent 
praise was found to be given more often to students whom the teacher 
perceived as having lower ability. Students perceived teacher praise as 
reflecting their ability, not their effort. As is reported over and over in the 
research literature, this meaningless praise that inadvertently 
communicates an estimation of low ability does not go unnoticed by 
students. 
Martin shared the related findings of others as well. One study 
Martin reviewed was conducted by Maher and Stalling (1972) in which 
they reported that when teachers are evaluating students' work, students 
actually prefer to do easier work than when students are doing self-
evaluation. If the work is easier, students are likely to do better and thus 
receive teacher praise. When the challenge is intrinsic, as with self-
evaluation, students may be more motivated toward learning rather than 
simply seeking a correct answer. When the challenge is extrinsic, as 
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when students are being evaluated by the teacher, the emphasis seems 
to be placed on getting the right answer. Failure to reach that right 
answer may, in the student's mind, indicate low ability. This finding can 
be linked to Dweck's performance-goal orientation which was discussed 
in Chapter II. Students who are more interested in the judgment of others 
than in learning for its own sake are less likely to persist, have less 
confidence in their abilities, and are more likely to become helpless. 
Another study reported by Martin was Rowe's 1974 investigation, 
in which she found that praise actually decreases innovations, complex 
reasoning, and willingness to share information with classmates. These 
three aspects, being innovative, using reasoning, and sharing with 
others, all require effort on the part of the student. Although a few studies 
have found teacher praise to be supportive of students with respect to 
rote tasks or social skills, teacher praise actually decreases innovations 
and complex reasoning. If students expect teacher praise to indicate 
success, they want that praise. It is an extrinsic reward that is a quick 
and immediate pay off for their efforts. Teacher praise may also indicate 
that students are done with the academic task. That is, the students have 
given their responses and can stop working for now. 
Praise, when tied to ability, appears to put a limit on the number of 
students who can be successful in the classroom. According to the 
criteria of praise, if one student gives a correct answer and receives 
praise, the remaining students may conclude that they have failed, or at 
least conclude that the reward for knowing the answer has been "given 
out" and is no longer available to them. If this conclusion of failure is true, 
students are less likely to share with one another so they can be the one 
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to be successful. Obviously, teachers must find a way for reinforcement 
to be intrinsic and inclusive rather than extrinsic and exclusive. This 
holds true especially when learning skills are at a higher order than 
simple basic drills and social behavior. Focusing on effort instead of 
ability may be the answer to this. In addition to teacher praise, teachers' 
perceptions of students are considered to be one of the factors that may 
lead to the development of self-defeating attributions. Therefore, it is to a 
discussion of teacher and student perception that we turn next. 
Teachers' Perceptions 
Continuing with the examination of the behavior of praise, Mac 
Iver, Stipek and Daniels (1991) examined within-semester changes in 
effort among junior high and senior high students. Mac Iver et al. 
hypothesized that overall effort is affected by "ability perceptions, task-
value perceptions, and perceptions of extrinsic pressures" (p. 202). 
Many changes in effort may be due to the students' poor perceptions of 
their own ability, ability perceptions. Task-value perceptions are formed 
by the importance that students ascribe to a task. Under some 
conditions, teachers' praise may actually add to students' perceptions 
that they have low ability as seen in the following study. 
Using 167 junior high students and 155 high school students, Mac 
Iver et al. tested four models to determine the factors that affect student 
effort. These models differ according to how effort is affected. One model 
assumes that effort is directly affected by one's concept of ability. The 
second model views effort as affected by the intrinsic value of the task as 
well as the future relevance of the task. The third model considers a 
combination of the first two; it combines the concept of ability to complete 
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the task with the intrinsic value the task holds for the student. The last 
model states that changes in one's concept of ability are a result of a 
student's effort rather than a cause for it. 
The "ability-perception model," which attributes a change in effort 
to be affected by one's concept of his own ability, was found to explain 
within-semester changes in effort. According to this model, students 
read teachers' behaviors to interpret their own level of ability. Mac Iver et 
al. found that teachers will praise student success for even the simplest of 
tasks. Students may interpret this praise to mean that they have such low 
ability that simple tasks are the only ones for which they can receive 
praise from the teacher. If a student's efforts end in failure, some 
teachers may show sympathy and compassion to the student rather than 
enforcing a negative consequence. Again this perpetuates the student's 
perception of lower ability or lack of ability. When teachers believe that 
students have low ability, the standards set by teachers may be extremely 
unchallenging for these students. Teachers may feel that low-ability 
students cannot handle more difficult expectations. Therefore, by setting 
lower expectations, teachers may be trying to insure success for these 
students. Students recognize the discrepancies among expectations and 
attribute these discrepancies to differences in their ability. Reiterating the 
point, teachers are not intentionally trying to hurt students' perceptions of 
ability, but that is exactly what happens. Therefore, student effort is 
reduced because students believe they lack the ability to be successful. 
The second model, which studied the intrinsic value of an 
academic task, found that when students believe they are able to perform 
the task, they come to value the task more. Effort is increased because 
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students believe they have the ability to perform the task. Successful task 
completion, due to this increased effort, combines with the interest of the 
task to increase the intrinsic task value. Conversely, students who 
believe they lack ability not only put out less effort but find the task to 
have less intrinsic value. This was supported by the third model, 
combining the first two, as well. 
The last model varied according to grade in school and 
considered the importance of extrinsic pressure. It was found that the 
extrinsic pressure to please one's parents was greater in junior high than 
in high school. In the case of junior high students, students did put forth 
more effort, which in turn resulted in an increased belief in their ability. 
Mac Iver et al. found that parental pressure was the cause for this 
increase in effort. For junior high students whose parents pressured 
them to do well, effort did cause a change in ability perception rather than 
ability perception causing the change in effort. In addition to teacher 
perception, the way teachers help students may inadvertently lead some 
students to develop self-defeating attributes. This third and final cause of 
self-defeating attributions is discussed next. 
Teachers' Ways of Helping Students 
The way teachers prefer to help students was the topic of Gorrell 
and Trentham's (1992) study. This study was an expansion of Bandura's 
1977 research which reported the ways in which efficacy is influenced. 
The way teachers respond to students directly influences the students' 
self-efficacy. 
The study used six scenarios of students having some type of 
learning problem such as low confidence, low performance, or lack of 
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persistence. Teachers, the subjects for this study, were asked to rank the 
ways in which they would be most likely to provide assistance to the 
students. The possible responses were taken from Bandura's previously 
discussed study on efficacy and are presented from the most to the least 
powerful. The first possible response was to have students master or 
take charge of the particular task or area in which they are having 
problems. Here the teacher provides guidance but over all academic 
mastery is viewed as the students' responsibility. This requires that 
students expend effort for learning by continuing to deal with the problem 
in a hands-on manner. Students can be held accountable by having 
them make the effort necessary to complete the learning task. The 
second response was Bandura's vicarious experience, observing 
another's mastery of that skill. Although it may require some effort on 
the part of the student to observe someone else, it is the person who is 
being observed who is really putting forth the effort. The third response 
option was verbal persuasion, getting encouragement from another 
person, in this case the teacher, to persist. This essentially requires no 
effort on the part of the student. He or she can decide whether or not to 
put forth effort on the next task that is given. Finally, the last response 
was to deal with physiological states of nervousness by reducing fear 
and anxiety. Once again, little to no effort is required of the student. 
Of the teachers who participated in this study, verbal persuasion 
was the overwhelming choice of response behavior. This top ranking 
held true regardless of the amount of teaching experience subjects 
possessed. This result can be attributed to the ease of providing verbal 
persuasion. It takes much less time than more powerful responses and 
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requires less skill on the part of the teacher as well as less effort on the 
part of the student. Modeling, or vicarious experience was ranked 
second. This may required slightly more effort on the part of the teacher 
to provide a model, but may also be easily accomplished by having 
another student be the model. Having students master or take charge of 
the task was ranked third. This effort on the part of the student would be 
the ideal choice according to Gorrell et al. Reducing anxiety and fear in 
the students was ranked lowest, but manipulating the environment to 
deal with these physiological states could actually increase performance 
when paired with student mastery. In this section, teachers' praise, 
perceptions, and ways of helping students have been discussed as 
factors that may cause some students to develop self-defeating 
attributions, which in turn lower their academic performance. In the next 
section, a number of factors that lead to the development of self-
enhancing attributions are discussed. 
SELF-ENHANCING ATTRIBUTIONS 
In this section, some studies which have identified skills and 
strategies that teachers can use to assist their students to become more 
successful will be examined. 
Self-efficacy and Teacher Feedback 
Schunk (1983) studied how students' self-efficacy and 
achievement were affected by ability and effort attributional feedback. 
Self-efficacy has been shown to affect "choice of activities, effort 
expenditure, and perseverance in the face of difficulties." (p. 848) What 
affects self-efficacy? Drawing from Bandura's 1977 conclusion that 
"different treatments change behavior in part by creating and 
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strengthening perceptions of self-efficacy" (p. 848), Schunk set up four 
conditions of attributional feedback to test their effects on students' self-
efficacy. 
Subjects were children whose self-efficacy for solving subtraction 
problems had been pre-tested. These students were found to believe 
that they could not successfully complete subtraction problems. While 
conducting the study, students were given one of four attributional 
conditions. The first treatment condition used ability attributional 
feedback, which involved a positive feedback message tied directly to 
ability such as "'You're good at this."' (pg. 851). The effort attributional 
feedback message was "'You've been working hard."' (pg. 851). A third 
treatment condition combined effort and ability by using both of the 
statements used in the two previous conditions. The final treatment 
condition used no attributional feedback. 
Schunk's results showed that attributional feedback of any kind 
was more effective at promoting self-efficacy in students than no 
feedback at all. Students who received the effort attributional feedback 
also ranked themselves highest in effort expenditure, followed by the 
group that received the combined ability and effort attributional feedback. 
Schunk states that "providing attributional feedback helps to support their 
(student) self-perceptions of progress and validates their sense of 
efficacy." A heightened sense of efficacy helps to sustain task motivation" 
(p. 853). In addition to teacher attributional feedback, instilling 
responsibility in students for their academic performance enhances their 
likelihood of attributing success to the effort they put forth. The 
importance of responsibility to making self-enhancing attributions is 




A correlational study conducted by Pintrich and De Groot (1990) 
examined the variables of motivational orientation, self-regulation, and 
academic achievement in 173 seventh graders in science and English 
classes. This study placed the responsibility for learning on the student 
and gave teachers assistance in teaching methods that emphasize effort 
instead of ability. Three performance predictors were noted: self-
regulation, self-efficacy, and test anxiety. Self-regulation was divided 
into three additional factors: students' metacognitive strategies; students' 
management and control of effort; and the cognitive strategies selected. 
It was hypothesized that the more students used self-regulative behaviors 
the better academic performance would be. Furthermore, Pintrich et al., 
found support for Bandura's theory of self-efficacy. It was found that self-
efficacy was positively related to task persistence and achievement. 
How do students get a sense of self-efficacy? That is where 
cognitive strategies and self-regulatory skills taught by the teacher come 
into play. Cognitive strategies may be defined as rehearsal, elaboration, 
and organizational techniques for information. Self-regulatory skills may 
include planning, monitoring, and modifying the effort given to tasks as 
well as persistence when faced with an obstacle. By implementing 
activities that teach and practice self-regulatory skills, students are better 
able to perform because they have a variety of cognitive strategies at 
their disposal. Students can influence the outcomes of tasks by applying 
effort to the skills they have. With these skills, education is the result of 
more than ability. When students have this variety of cognitive strategies, 
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they are more likely to persist at a task even if they fail at it initially. 
Students' persistence relates to effort because students try numerous 
times rather than just giving up because the one strategy they have has 
not worked. 
There are three cognitive strategies that have been found to be 
successful in the classroom and which can be used as alternatives to one 
another. The first and simplest is repetition. Repetition is defined as 
rehearsing this skill or information over and over again. Although most 
people have heard of the saying that practice makes perfect, there may 
be truth behind that idea. However, as performances become more 
difficult, the strategy of organization may have a greater impact. Having 
the students perform tasks such as outlining a large amount of 
information can help them think about the real importance of what has 
been covered. To increase cognitive output even more, Pintrich et al. 
suggested the strategy of elaboration. Again with this strategy, the 
teachers place responsibility for learning on the student, who must learn 
to summarize and paraphrase information to gain an understanding of its 
content. Pintrich et al. emphasized that students must "know what 
cognitive strategies are, when and how to use them, and that they can 
(are capable) of doing so" (p. 80). All this will improve their self-efficacy 
and in turn, improve their level of achievement. 
Lastly, Pintrich et al. introduced an expectancy value model which 
consists of three components. First, the expectancy component is the 
students' belief about their own ability, which is similar to Bandura's 
efficacy expectancy. When students possess the previously discussed 
strategies, they are likely to have a greater belief in their ability. The 
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second component is the value component. This is the importance and 
interest that the students attach to the task at hand. Here is an area that 
teachers really need to address ahead of time. If one can not answer 
those questions of relevance, how necessary is the task? Last is the 
affective component. This is the students' emotional reaction to the task 
at hand. Although this is chiefly controlled by the individual student, 
teachers can try to alleviate such factors as anxiety by making sure that 
students have ample practice of cognitive strategies by providing 
appropriate lessons. Overall, this suggestion comes full circle and places 
responsibility on both teacher and pupil. The next section discusses how 
classroom structures enhance students' attributions. 
Classroom Structures 
Covington and Omelich (1979), Dweck (1986), Weiner (1994), 
and Mac Iver et al. (1991) are all sources for Ames' (1992) investigation 
of classroom structures that enhance student achievement. Beginning 
with the assumptions relating to the types of goal orientation used by 
Dweck discussed previously, Ames summarized the difference between 
mastery goals and performance goals. She maintained that learning or 
mastery goals rely on effort and the intrinsic value of learning, whereas 
performance goals value the judgment of others and social comparisons. 
Teachers can adapt their classrooms to promote these mastery goals for 
their students. Students should focus on such questions as "How can I 
understand this? How can I do this? How can I master this task?" (p. 
262) 
To create a classroom environment that promotes mastery goals, 
Ames considered three structures; tasks, authority, and evaluation and 
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recognition. Tasks are the learning activities that lead students to pass 
"judgments about their abilities, their willingness to apply effortful 
strategies, and their feelings of satisfaction" (p. 263). Obviously, task 
design can have a profound effect on students' willingness to pursue 
mastery goals. Ames suggested that tasks should have variety and 
diversity to promote student interest. When the tasks are diverse, there is 
little need for social comparison. Students can learn from one another 
rather than engage in competition. There should be a meaningful reason 
to engage in the task, such as "understanding the content of the activity, 
improving their skills, or gaining new skills " (p. 263). The author 
suggests that teachers may ask themselves, "How can the task relate to 
the students' lives in the present"? Another suggestion was to make the 
tasks challenging, but not too overwhelming, to students. The challenge 
may take the shape of another strategy that allows students to have 
control over the learning process. It is assumed that in most classrooms 
in the United States teachers are the ones who decide such factors as 
deadlines and outcome goals. Allowing the students to make these 
decision would certainly be a challenge. Finally, tasks should support 
the use of effective learning strategies, including the self-regulatory skills 
as discussed by Pintrich et al., {1990) covered previously. Finally, tasks 
might emphasize a social element when appropriate, to make students 
more aware of group achievement. 
Another structure that can be manipulated to elicit mastery goals is 
authority. This may be perceived as being the most difficult aspect for 
teachers, since some might view this as relinquishing control of the 
classroom. However, giving students some authority can help with 
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classroom management. Ames stated that teachers should encourage 
students to participate in decision-making. Students should be offered 
choices such as "establishing priorities in task completion, method of 
learning, or pace of learning" (p. 266). These decisions allow students to 
develop responsibility and independence because they are done in 
conjunction with the tasks developed according to the guidelines above. 
This combination leads to mastery goals and helps to make learning 
meaningful. 
The third structure to creating this classroom environment is 
evaluation or recognition. Moving away from social comparison, 
teachers should emphasize individual progress. Students do not have to 
rely on their teacher's evaluation and can take pride in their work simply 
because of the effort they have put forth. Ames also recommended 
making evaluations private, as well as providing suggestions for 
improvement. Helping students attribute failure to lack of effort rather 
than lack of ability can also maintain the mastery goal. Using all three of 
these structures will focus the importance on effort as well as the intrinsic 
value of learning. Students will remain engaged and develop cognitive 
strategies that will continue to serve them. Appropriate ways of 
increasing student achievement is the final factor. 
Overall, teachers should avoid self-defeating attributions such as 
non-pertinent praise, differing expectations for those students of lower 
ability, and verbal persuasion to correct and encourage students. 
Instead, they should focus on effort attributional feedback, increasing 
student responsibility, and the employment of learning goals in the 
classroom. Chapter Four will focus on more specifics of attributional 
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retraining to increase student effort and success in the classroom as well 
as additional recommendations for teachers, administrators, counselors, 
and parents. 
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CHAPTER IV: 
Conclusion and Implications 
This chapter looks at how an understanding of the theories 
presented previously can lead to changes in classrooms, how teachers' 
behaviors contribute to the reduction of student effort and how these 
behaviors can be changed, and what can be the expected outcomes for 
increased effort and learning. Although specifically directed toward 
teachers, administrators, counselors, and parents should find these 
conclusions useful. 
Implications of the Theories for Teacher Understanding 
Being aware of students' self-efficacy orientations will help 
teachers to understand why some students persist in the face of 
obstacles and others give up. Teachers will realize that students who 
have high self-efficacy believe that they can perform the assigned task 
and therefore are more willing to put forth effort. Meanwhile, teachers 
will, or must, realize that not all students have a high sense of self-
efficacy. The key to increasing students' sense of self-efficacy is to place 
an emphasis on effort in every classroom. When teachers stress that 
strategic effort leads to success, students will know that they must put 
forth the effort. If this expectation of student effort is clear, students will 
know that learning is not a matter of just relying on ability and that 
everyone, regardless of ability, is expected to make the effort necessary 
to complete the assigned tasks. Students may know what behavior is 
required for a certain outcome, but may still not believe that they can 
adequately perform that behavior. Teachers need to provide practice in 
those required behaviors, as well as teach the skills to perform them so 
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that students can develop and maintain a sense of self-efficacy. 
Students' sense of self-worth will remain high even though they 
must put forth effort and work hard because they know that regardless of 
perceived ability, everyone can be successful. Occasionally, however, 
students do meet with failure when performing a task. If they have put 
forth much effort and failed, most students have a decrease in their self-
worth. They may begin to feel that they lack ability. Teachers must not 
reinforce this feeling of low self-worth by failing to punish for a poor 
performance. This serves only to further reinforce a message of low 
ability. Instead, teachers should encourage their students to persist at the 
same or similar tasks of sufficient difficulty while helping to provide them 
with the skills they need to be successful. 
This idea of hard and strategic work leading to academic success 
supports an adaptive achievement motivation. Teachers who promote 
this adaptive motivation in their classrooms will foster a learning-goal 
orientation in students. Learning-goal oriented students are willing to 
seek challenges, to persist through failure and setbacks, and to value 
learning. This orientation can be cultivated in classrooms by 
emphasizing the learning process that the students go through as 
opposed to the grade or judgment of the final product by others. 
Finally, when teachers are aware of the expectations they have set 
for students of varying abilities, they will attribute occasional failure to a 
lack of effort on the student's part, not lack of ability. Teachers will not 
become sympathetic toward student failure since they are not attributing 
failure to lack of ability. Expectations will remain reasonably high for all 
students. The next section provides implications of teachers' negative 
Teachers' Positive and Negative Effects 
38 
beliefs and practices and their impact on students. 
Negative Teacher Beliefs and Practices and their Effects 
America's schools intentionally or unintentionally continue to 
emphasize ability over effort. This message can be communicated to the 
students in various ways. Teacher praise, although intended to be 
positive, can be one behavior that may have a negative effect on student 
effort. Teacher praise is most often non-specific and noninformative. 
Praise usually serves as an extrinsic motivator and is showered on those 
students the teacher may perceive as having low ability. This praise 
inadvertently communicates a message of low ability to the students on 
the receiving end. When praise is tied to ability, it appears to reduce 
sharing among classmates because it limits the number of students who 
can earn the reward of praise by coming up with the correct answer. 
According to the "ability-perception model," changes in student 
effort reflect students' concepts of their own ability as affected by teacher 
behavior. When teachers praise students for simple tasks, students 
interpret this praise as meaning that they have low ability and are only 
expected to succeed at simple tasks. If a student believes she can 
perform a task, she will value the task more. If teachers want students to 
value the more difficult tasks, they should expect, rather than praise, the 
completion of more simple tasks. When students value a task, they are 
less reliant on teacher approval or praise to perform the necessary skills 
required of them, and will find the task to be intrinsically rewarding. 
The ways teachers prefer to help students may also not require the 
students to put forth substantial effort. Often, when students are having 
trouble mastering a task, teachers will use verbal persuasion to 
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encourage students to persist. For a frustrated student who does not 
understand how she can satisfactorily complete the task, verbal 
encouragement does very little to help her achieve. A better way for 
teachers to help is to provide academic guidance for the task by 
constructing a similar task that requires the student to use the same skills. 
By doing this, the mastery still remains the student's responsibility. This 
method of helping requires more time and skill on the teacher's part, but 
allows the student to deal with the problem in a hands-on manner which 
does not shift responsibility and expend the effort needed to be 
successful. 
If teachers become aware of the unintentional effects they have on 
student learning, as well as the various strategies they can employ to 
assist students, a true educational reform could take place. A true reform 
would place responsibility on the students, give them skills they can 
utilize to learn in the classroom, and engender in them a disposition for 
life-long learning. The next section addresses some practical changes 
that can be made in classrooms. 
Suggested Changes in Teacher Understanding and Practices 
Teachers should begin by examining the way they view the ability 
and effort of their students. Although students arrive in the classroom 
with varying abilities, teachers should expect each student to learn and 
persist at a high level. That is, teachers must hold reasonably high 
expectations for all of their students. As Bandura ( 1977) acknowledged, 
students will have an efficacy expectancy, by which they will judge 
whether or not they can successfully complete a task. Although this is an 
internal factor to the students, teachers can help them by making 
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expectations and criteria clear to the students so that tasks will not be 
frightening. To do this teachers must provide lessons that allow students 
to develop an array of cognitive strategies from which they can approach 
a task (Pintrich et al., 1990). Successful completion of such lessons will 
enhance students' self-efficacy for solving problems and, in turn, make 
them feel more confident about expending effort (Schunk, 1983). 
Teachers who have different expectations for levels of 
achievement for students of lower ability will likely reflect these 
expectations in their classroom behavior. One such behavior is student 
feedback. As discussed earlier by Covington and Omelich (1979), 
Weiner (1994), Martin (1977), and Gorrell et al. (1992), the type of 
feedback a student receives after completing a task can send a definite 
message about a student's ability. To avoid a negative message, 
teachers should give specific feedback about students' outcomes. 
Teachers must not simply give general and nonpertinent praise, nor let a 
poor effort go without showing disapproval. Feedback should be done in 
private to avoid social comparison and to leave room for student 
improvement. When public feedback or comments are necessary, the 
teacher could pose a question based on student input rather than 
passing judgment on the outcome as being either right or wrong. 
When helping students improve academic performance, there are 
many structural changes teachers can make which place the 
responsibility of learning on the students. Instead of using time-saving 
verbal persuasions when students do not, at first, succeed, teachers can 
set up another experience for the students. This new experience should 
require the same skills as the ones with which they are having trouble 
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but should use a different scenario that allows for practice of these skills 
(Bandura, 1977, & Gorrell et al., 1992). For instance, if a student is 
having problems writing a persuasive essay regarding an historical 
argument, the teacher might have the student develop a persuasive 
argument to parents addressing why curfew should be extended another 
thirty minutes. Then have the student look at the aspects that made up 
the curfew argument and apply them to the historical assignment. 
This example leads to another potential improvement that is within 
teachers' control. To develop lessons that are interesting and relevant to 
the lives of students. As implied by Ames (1992), this will help students of 
all ages to persist in their tasks. In addition to Dweck's (1986) suggestion 
of incorporating challenges, students will hone skills that lead to success 
when lessons are developed with the students' interest in mind. Specific 
suggestions are given in studies that follow. 
Kahn's (1993) suggests using terms like "discovering something 
new" instead of "learning about" a new topic. He goes on to offer the 
following advice for setting up classrooms: allow for active, hands-on 
learning; give the reason for the assignment; elicit student curiosity; set 
an example of intellectual pursuit; welcome mistakes, for they give insight 
into students' thoughts; let students correct their own mistakes. 
Another suggestion that has been studied by numerous 
researchers is known as attributional retraining. Basing suggestions 
upon Weiner's theory of attribution, some theorists, such as Licht (1984), 
have stated that students should be taught to view failure as resulting 
from a lack of effort. If failure is attributed to lack of effort, Licht believes 
that students will be more likely to persist at a task. This goes beyond 
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simply having the students experience success. When they do not 
experience failure, students may still attribute their successes to ability 
rather than effort. Once again, the importance of specific, pertinent 
feedback from the teacher is necessary for the students to correctly 
attribute success to effort, and failure to lack thereof. According to Good 
and Brophy (1990) 
Attributional retraining involves modeling, socialization, and 
practice exercises designed to help students learn (a) to 
concentrate on doing the task at hand rather than to become 
distracted by the fear of failure, (b) to cope with frustration by 
retracing their steps to find their mistakes or by analyzing the 
problems to find other ways to approach them (rather than giving 
up), and (c) to attribute their failures to insufficient effort, lack of 
information, or reliance on ineffective strategies rather than lack of 
ability. (p. 416) 
As demonstrated above, these structural improvements in a 
classroom can benefit both teachers and students. However, there are 
other areas that need further research to continue to improve the learning 
process. For instance, how can this approach for mastery goal 
orientation be used in an interdisciplinary mode? Are these suggestions 
best suited for a particular age group or gender? With all the recent 
media coverage of school-to-career curriculum, could this awareness of 
teacher behaviors be significant? Finally, are the benefits of these 
structural changes consistent across socioeconomic statuses? 
Potential Improvements in Effort and Learning 
Teachers, administrators, counselors, and parents need to be 
Teachers' Positive and Negative Effects 
43 
aware of how teachers' behaviors may, although inadvertently, be 
decreasing student effort in the classroom. First, teachers must not rely 
on non-pertinent praise to motivate students. Second, they must also be 
aware that their own perceptions of student ability may be reflected in the 
feedback they give to students. Praising for simple tasks and sympathy 
for failures may be interpreted by the students as an indication of a 
teacher's estimation of low ability. Thirdly, teachers must examine their 
ways of helping students. Verbal encouragement is merely a token 
gesture and does not insure that students will either reach an 
understanding of the assigned tasked or take responsibility for their own 
learning. Instead, teachers may find it more worthwhile to use rewards 
judiciously, discuss with students what learning is, and replace or 
complement grades with substantive comments. 
By discussing learning with students, both teachers and students 
can examine the value of effort over ability. From there, classrooms may 
be designed to develop self-enhancing attributions. Teachers should 
give pertinent feedback instead of simple praise to students on an 
individual basis. Also, students should learn to become more 
responsible for their own learning. When students are unsuccessful at a 
task, teachers should help them learn a more complete set of cognitive 
strategies. Students can then transfer these cognitive strategies to other 
areas of their education. Structuring the classroom around learning 
goals can also help students to increase their achievement. Students put 
forth more effort when they can select a task that interests them and are 
given input into classroom procedures. In addition, students should be 
allowed to evaluate their own learning progress instead of looking to 
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others for validation. 
In this chapter, a number of specific and practical suggestions 
were presented for teachers to enable them to cultivate more positive, 
adaptive, and self-enhancing attributions in their students. It must be 
remembered that the recommendations given require teachers to 
practice these skills regularly and conscientiously. These suggestions 
should increase student effort and academic achievement. Students will 
be learning more because they are not just looking at the grade that 
comes at the end, nor at whether they have abundant ability. The 
cognitive skills and work ethic learned in the classrooms that promote the 
suggested ideas that emphasize effort will benefit students regardless of 
whether they are bound for college, a technical school, or straight for the 
work force. 
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